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The purpose of this journal is “to promote a climate of respect,
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inspired and nurtured through a common reflection anchored
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Editorial

Holier than Holiness
Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

T

he ancient rabbis
derived the obligation to be healthy
from the biblical mandate, “Take
utmost care and watch yourselves
scrupulously” (Deuteronomy 4:9
JPS). It was therefore a religious
duty for the Jew to be healthy—so
much so that the preservation of
life overruled the sacred performance of the mitzvoth (Yoma 85b).
The reason for this religious paradox is simple: God was viewed as
the Creator. The Hebrew concept
of Health was then understood in
relation to Creation. The best way
of witnessing to the God who created and gave life is then to witness to life and to promote the
sacredness of life in every area of
existence: eating, taking hygienic
measures, worship, and resting.

For the affirmation of life and the
reverence for life speaks better
about God than disease, death and
even heroic self-denial. The individual who insists on fasting or
refuses to take medical therapy on
Sabbath is considered a “pious
fool,” and his deeds are without
any religious merit. In this special
issue on “Health,” the rabbi, the
medical doctor, and the theologian
join their words and their thoughtful observations in a call for
Health, to guide and help us to
become heathier and thus more
alive, not just for our own human
interests, but essentially for God’s
sake. For Health is holier than
Holiness itself.
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Interview

Dr. Ellen Levine

S
Dr. Ellen Levine is currently
research director of Psychosocial
Oncology at California Pacific
Medical Center in San Francisco.
She also holds positions as attending staff at Mount Zion
Hospital, adjunct faculty member
of
California
School
of
Professional Psychology-Alameda,
and an investigator for a National
Cancer Institute grant entitled
Paths to Early Cancer Detection
Among Urban Indian Women.
Dr. Levine attended the
University of the Pacific (BA in
Psychology & Sociology, 1982)
and the University of Alabama at
Birmingham (MA in Clinical &
Medical Psycholog y in 1986,
MPH in Epidemiology in 1988,
and Ph.D. in Clinical & Medical
Psychology in 1990). She has been
noted among others in the Who’s
Who Among American Women
and the International Who’s
Who of Intellectuals.
Dr. Levine has authored and
coauthored numerous publications
on health and psychosocial issues.
These include her newest book,
Jewish Perspective of Illness and
Healing (2001) and the article
“Jewish Views and Customs on
Death” in the book Death and
Bereavement Across Cultures
(1997).

habbat Shalom: Do we
have a Jewish concept
of health?
Levine: Absolutely! We have an
obligation to respect and honor
our bodies, as they are gifts from
God and made in His image. We
are also commanded to save the
life of an endangered person, even
if it is nonheroic such as making
sure that someone takes his/her
pills on time. We are also required
to get medical attention when we
are sick.
The Torah and the later writings (e.g., the Talmud) speak
about the importance of health.
Health involves the entire person,
not just the body. The Hebrew
word for health, beriut, derives
from the word bara, to create,
while the word for sick is chalah,
which also means empty. So
health can be seen as the re-creation of the body and the self in
order to fill up the emptiness
inside of us. In order to cure the
person, the soul has to be cured as
well. Therefore, in Judaism health
is a mind/body process. The mind
and the body are interconnected
and depend on each other to
maintain health. Both of these
parts of us are also expressions of
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the holiness in our lives. We have
a finite time on earth, “A time to
be born and a time for dying”
(Ecclesiates 3:1). Therefore we
must take the time that we have
and be careful of ourselves. “Take
utmost care and watch yourself
scrupulously” (Deuteronomy 4:9).
Many sections of the Talmud
emphasize the importance of
good health and the role of emotions and psychological states in
maintaining good health. We are

Health can be seen as
the re-creation of the
body and the self in
order to fill up the
emptiness inside of us.
told not to live in a city that does
not have a physician. Jewish law
also states “If you are in pain, go
to a physician!”
We see God as the ultimate
healer: “For I am the Lord, your
healer” (Exodus 15:26). Many
psalms and prayers in Judaism
include words of healing, or ask
God to heal us. In the Bible, 213
of the 613 commandments deal
with health-related issues, such as

personal hygiene, care of the skin,
dietary laws, isolation and quarantine and other public-health practices.
There are many places in the
Bible where health is spoken of
and advocated. For example,
Exodus 31:14 states “If you do not
keep the Sabbath you will surely
die.” This doesn’t mean that a
thunderbolt will come out of the
sky and kill you, it means that we
need a break in our lives, a time for
rest so that we do not overwork
and kill ourselves. Even God rested
after creating the world: “On the
seventh day God finished the work
that He had been doing, and He
rested on the seventh day from all
the work that He had done”
(Genesis 2:2-3). He then set aside
that day as a holy day, a day of rest
and recuperation from all the
stresses in our lives.
Shabbat Shalom: Why is health
important for Judaism?
Levine: If we do not have good
health, then there is emptiness in
ourselves and in our souls. Judaism
strives for wholeness, of who we
are, of the world. God commands
us to be healthy so that we can do
His work. We are also commanded
to live complete and authentic

lives. We cannot help to heal the
world if we ourselves are not
healthy.
Shabbat Shalom: Are Jewish
dietary laws related to health?
Levine: This has been argued
for centuries. Why do we have the

laws about dietary practice? Some
argue that it was a set of dietary
laws for public hygiene and health.
Others feel that it doesn’t matter,
that dietary laws are a commandment from God and that is that.
But several Jewish scholars over the
centuries,
chiefly
Moses
Maimonides, felt that keeping
dietary laws would help in being
and staying healthy.
Shabbat Shalom: How is Jewish
ethics related to health?
Levine: In Judaism, the quest for
health includes the search for selfunderstanding. We need to know
who we are in order to maintain
good health, In addition, once we
can understand who we are and what
our purpose in life is, then we can try

In Judaism, the quest for
health includes the
search for self-understanding.
to complete the tasks for which God
placed us on earth. Good health is
also seen as a path to being an ethical/moral human being.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
various areas of Jewish life that
concern health?
Levine: Being healthy impacts
all areas of life, including spiritual,
physical, psychological, and ethical. For example, one can violate
the laws of the Sabbath, if he/she is
in a life-threatening situation. If a
person is elderly or taking medications, he/she should not fast. This
presents interesting situations
around Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur
is the holiest day in Judaism, a day
when we fast and ask God for forgiveness for the acts that we have
committed against God. So people
think that they have to fast all day,
no matter what. Now for the elderly and people with illnesses that

require them to take pills with
food, they should not fast all day.

But people still do, thinking that
they have to, and that it would be
a sin if they did not. But maintaining physical health overrides
the law of fasting, and they are
therefore permitted to eat. It is
just convincing them that it is all
right that is the problem!
Emotional health is also important in all aspects of Jewish life.
For example, if a person is
depressed, he/she may not be taking care of his/her body, and can
make him/herself physically ill. If
someone is depressed during a
holiday such as Purim that calls
for joy, amusement and laughter,
he/she will not be able to celebrate
the holiday properly. If a person
has agoraphobia, he/she may not
be able to go to services and other
temple activities. A similar problem exists if a person cannot come
to temple due to physical limitations.
So if a person is in ill health, be
it emotional/psychological or
physical, he/she will not be able to
follow many of God’s commandments, which include temple worship and participating in joyous
occasions. Unfortunately there are
no surviving books on healing
from biblical times.
Shabbat Shalom: Are Jews
healthier than other people?
Levine: I wish all Jews were
healthy! There have been studies
that show that people living in a
kibbutz in Israel had a lower mortality rate than city dwellers, but I
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am not sure of the reasons for that.
There are certain illnesses that
occur more often in Jewish populations such as Tay-Sachs disease,
some forms of breast and colon
cancer. There may be studies that
compare people in a kosher diet
versus a nonkosher diet, but I
don’t know the outcome.
Shabbat Shalom: What principles of health are promoted by
Judaism?
Levine:. In Judaism, good
health is obtained by following
God’s commandments. In those
commandments are laws concerning food, exercise, living where
medical help is near, personal
hygiene, and taking care of the
soul (our psychological selves). So
almost all of the modern health
promotion techniques and systems
coincide with Jewish law. One
does not passively say “God will
heal me”; one has to be active in
the process, helping God to heal
him/her. This is done by eating
correctly (the right foods, at the
right times, etc.), taking care of
the body through exercise and
hygiene, and using medical
knowledge and guidance (e.g.,
taking medications, going to physical therapy, getting an annual
physical examination, etc.).
Shabbat Shalom: Jewish history and tradition count many
medical doctors. How do you
explain this?
Levine: Yes, this is interesting,
isn’t it? In Judaism being a doctor is a
very honorable thing to do. For doctors work with God to heal the body
and the soul (in the case of psychologists). One of our most famous
philosophers and physicians was
Moses Maimonides who lived in the
12th century CE, and was physician
to the Sultan of Egypt. He wrote
many papers on Jewish logic, health,
and keeping the commandments.
Since Jewish law views saving a

life is one of the most important
things a person can do, those who
were able to heal were held in high
esteem. He/she was seen as the
helper or instrument of God. In
Jewish history many of these healing traditions were handed down
from father to son.
Shabbat Shalom: Do we have a
Jewish tradition of vegetarianism?
Levine: Some argue that
because Adam and Eve were told
that they could eat the produce of

A person in ill health, be
it emotional/psychological or physical, will not
be able to follow many
of God’s commandments.
the land and not animals that we
were supposed to be vegetarians.
But later after Noah saved the animals from the flood we were told
that eating meat was permitted.
The Noahide laws applied to all of

the people that came after him, so
it is not just a Jewish issue, but
applies to all of us. There is no
commandment of vegetarianism
that I know about.
Shabbat Shalom: How is the
Hebrew concept of Shalom related to health?
Levine: Good question! Shalom
means wholeness or completeness
as well as peace. This implies that
one can not be at peace unless one
is complete in soul and body. Thus
if one is ill, one does not have
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shalom.
Shabbat Shalom: What is the
message of health that Jews have
given to the world?
Levine: I think the most important message is that we must take
the responsibility of taking care of
our bodies and our souls in order
to feel a sense of peace and completeness in our lives. We cannot
carry on God’s work without that
sense of completeness and peace.
This is the basic principle and as a
rabbi once said: “The rest is commentary.”

Interview

Dr. Allan Handysides

S
Dr. Allan Handysides is currently
director of health ministries for the
General Conference of the Seventhday Adventist Church. Prior to his
present position he practiced the last
twelve years as a physician in
Toronto, Canada. He has also previously been a teaching fellow and staff
member at the Hospital for Sick
Children. Handysides served as medical director of Maluti Adventist hospital in Africa (1979) and medical
director for the Trans-Africa division
(1981). Dr. Handysides has two specialties: Obstetrics/Gynecology and
Pediatrics. He was ordained as a
minister in Africa (1983).
Born in WWII England,
Handysides went to South Africa in
1954, where he attended Capetown
University. Later he transferred to
Edinburgh University (medical
degree 1963). He did preregistration
internships in London and in
Edinburgh at the Royal Edinburgh
Infirmary. Handysides began a residency in pediatrics at the Hospital for
Sick Children (1964) and later a residency in Obstetrics and Gynecology
(1975).

habbat Shalom: Do
we have a Seventhday Adventist (SDA)
concept of health? If, yes, how
would you define or describe
it?
Handysides: Yes, Seventh-day
Adventists have a clear concept
of health. We see it as a beautiful gift from God—of vibrant
mental, physical, spiritual, and
social wholeness. It is not some
state of the absence of disease,
but a positive condition of wellbeing. We recognize this is not
of our own making, but God’s
creation. We see disease as a
result of the brokenness of the
human condition caused by the
imperfections of our nature,
that the separation from God
has caused.
Shabbat Shalom: Why is
health important for Seventhday Adventist people?
Handysides: Health is so
important to us because we
cherish a gift God has given us.
Health enables us have clear and
lucid minds that can appreciate
God’s love and will for us.
Vigorous health enables us to be
joyful and vivid witnesses to

truth, love, and compassion.
Adventists believe we live in
close proximity to the second
return of Jesus and our emphasis
on health is an attractive aspect
of Christian living that may
magnify the beauty of salvation
to those who seek for results of
Christian living in the present as
well as the future.
Shabbat Shalom: Is SDA diet
related to health or other considerations?

Vigorous health enables
us to be joyful and vivid
witnesses to truth, love,
and compassion.
Handysides: The SDA diet is
actually not easy to define. The
scriptural basis defines our
church position. This is the
avoidance of unclean foods, and
the Old Testament injunction
against certain meats, such as
pork, scavenging and preying
animals, are followed. We follow
these instructions believing
them to have basis in health, but
also in faith—believing that
God knows best even if we can-
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not understand. There may well
be further implications than
purely health issues here, and the
injunction not to eat the blood,
for therein is the life, may have a
spiritual protection against ideas
that come from animism. The
admonition to avoid the fat
seems explicable on a health
basis, but there may be a more
profound reason.
Believing our body to be the
temple of the Holy Spirit, we
also strive for better health, and
following the instruction given
to our early church founders
through Ellen White, many are
lacto-ovo vegetarians. This diet
has been shown to result in
increased longevity. Total vegetarianism is promoted by our
most zealous health promoters,
but the basis for this is not as
scientifically solid, nor as explicit in the writings of Ellen White,
and can be an area of disagreement even between strong health
proponents.
Shabbat Shalom: How is
ethics related to health?
Handysides: Ethics are indeed
complex and increasingly difficult to define in an age where
genetic manipulation, gene therapy, stem-cell research, and
genetic-disease patterns are
increasingly understood. The
pursuit of health is a laudable
thing, yet the issues of human
rights, and concepts of personhood, ensoulment, are indeed
complex.
Health issues can confound
the wisest of us, and prayer,
meditation, and a willingness to
be led by the Spirit are very
much needed. Sometimes the
cacophony of human opinion
drowns out the still, small voice
of God. Most issues of this complexity will need to be worked
out in a close personal relation-

ship between the individual and
one’s Lord. So often our strident
voices, empowered by proud

The pursuit of health is
a laudable thing, yet the
issues of human rights,
and concepts of personhood, ensoulment, are
indeed complex.
conviction, scarcely allow persons to think for themselves.
Shabbat Shalom: What are
the various areas of SDA life
that are concerned with health?
Handysides: SDA life involves
our personal lifestyle, which
reflects our relationship and
communion with God, but
Adventists believe strongly in a
ministry of healing—a compas-

sionate outpouring of love in the
healing touch of love to others.
We believe all members are
health ministers, be it in a gentle
caress or the high-tech surgical
or proton-powered therapies.
Our members cover a variety of
disciplines, but all are motivated
by a desire to help others and
alleviate suffering. We also are
strong proponents of prevention, and health ministries
encompass those areas, such as
drug prevention, behavioral
modification, etc., through
establishing of wholesome,
meaningful, loving relationships,
especially with the youth.
Shabbat
Shalom:
Are
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Seventh-day Adventists in general healthier than other people? If yes, how do you explain
it?
Seventh-day
Handysides:
Adventists are generally healthier than others and live between
seven and fourteen years longer
than the average American
(depending on the intensity with
which they adhere to recommended health measures).
Adventists do not smoke or
drink when following the
Adventist lifestyle. Those two
measures prolong life. Then the
Adventist health studies have
clearly shown benefits of our
sense of community and support
in
church
life,
and
Vegetarianism, at least Lacto-ovo
Vegetarianism, and even benefits
from the reduced meat consumption and increased vegetable and fruit intake that many
nonvegetarian Adventists follow.
Shabbat Shalom: What principles of health are promoted by
Seventh-day Adventism?
Handysides: The guiding
principles of health followed by
Adventists can be summarized in
temperance, which means, for
Adventists, moderation in things
good for one and abstinence
from poisons. Tobacco, alcohol,
and street drugs are poisons and
we avoid them. Moderation in
good things, even such as exercise, rest, and work, all play a
role in making a well-rounded
lifestyle. The emphasis on nature
as God’s creation makes us seek
natural foods and solutions to
everyday problems.
Shabbat Shalom: We have a
very important tradition which
emphasizes medical studies in
the Adventist community and
there are even three Adventist
Medical Schools. How do you
explain this?

Handysides: I would explain
this as being an outgrowth of
several factors. Our health
emphasis, of course, is one
important factor. The emphasis
on service to others is another.
We, as a church, have also seen
health services as a ministry, so
many who feel a call to ministry, but not in the pulpit, have
felt the lure of health ministry.
Then too, our emphasis on mission and medical mission is a
major factor. Our first medical
school was called a College of
Medical Evangelists. The school
in Argentina displays a strong
emphasis on evangelism, even
today. Then perhaps our
Sabbath-keeping has played a
role in that young people have
sought self-regulating occupations to avoid Sabbath work,
and even emergency medical
work is seen as being like the
lifting of the ox from the pit.
After all, Jesus often healed on
Sabbath.
Shabbat Shalom: Do we have
an Adventist tradition of vegetarianism? How do you

account for this?
Handysides: The Adventist
tradition of vegetarianism grew
out of health concerns for a
work force that was sickly, and
inspired insights given to Ellen
White on the superiority of vegetarianism. This was in an era of
reform on health issues in many
parts of the world, and indeed
the moderate approach taken by
Ellen White even in the face of

We believe all members are
health ministers, be it in a
gentle caress or the high-tech
surgical or proton-powered
therapies.
what she called extremists has
kept the church healthy and
viable.
Vegetarianism carries with it
dangers of New Age philosophy,
which is really a resurgence of
old age eastern mysticism and
spiritism. Some church members, unwittingly swayed by ide-

ologies derived from these
sources, seek to encourage many
forms of food and dietary practices whose foundation is not
healthful living but a New Age
spirituality. Our tradition is
based on vegetarianism—being
healthy.
Shabbat Shalom: What is the
message
of
health
that
Adventists have for the world?
Handysides: Our message for
the world is that God loves us
and cares for us. His wish is that
we may prosper and be in health,
even as our souls prosper. In
fact, Adventists believe that the
power of life given us by God,
along with our physical body, is
indeed the soul. This being the
case, wholeness of life as lived in
the fullness of a spiritual relationship with God and a social
relationship with others is maximized by our good health.

The door that is closed to
a Mitzvah is open to the
physician.
(Shir ha-Shirim
Rabbah, 6, 1).
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Hebrew Scriptures

The Hebrew Concept of
Health
Jacques B. Doukhan

I

t seems that there is no
Hebrew concept of
health. Nowhere in the
Bible do we find prescriptions
about how to be healthy. We do
not have a word in the Hebrew
Bible for “health.”
And yet the whole Bible is
about health. Every page of the
Bible, every reflection of wisdom,
every parcel of the Hebrew Torah
is aimed at health. The Bible starts
on that notice.
The affirmation of life is given
as the first, the basic principle of
biblical revelation. God creates.
He transforms darkness into light,
the nonbeing into being. The
Hebrew concept of health is to be
understood in that perspective.
Because the God of Israel is the
God of life, he is the God of
health. Life is the first place of
God’s revelation. It is significant
that God’s first manifestation is
given as Ruach Elohim, the Wind,
the Air of God who1 “was hovering over the face of the waters”
(Gen 1:2). God reveals Himself
not in the form of darkness, nor
in the form of the watery abyss as

in the ancient Near Eastern
mythologies. God appears as a
force that is distinct from water or
darkness, a force that brings life.
The first page of the Bible is
therefore a description of life at its
best. Creation is given as “good,”
“very good.” The world as it came
out of the hands of this God was
perfect, not yet spoiled by evil or

The affirmation of life
is given as the first, the
basic principle of biblical revelation.
death. It was perfect, “complete”
life. The lesson that emerges from
the first chapter of Genesis will
accompany the reader of the Holy
Scriptures from then on. It is a call
for life. “Therefore choose life”
(Deut 30:19). Life becomes, therefore, the duty that is required of
anyone who wants to walk on
God’s paths. Health is the first
mitzvah of the Jew and of anyone
who believes in God.
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Spirituality
This biblical affirmation of life
teaches about a holistic view of
life. From the first words of the
Bible we are notified that the spiritual world and the physical world
are the same thing. They are not
two separate categories. The spirit
of God, Ruach Elohim, is the principle of life. To be spiritual means
to be alive, and to be alive means
to be spiritual. This is the first
implication we may infer from the
story of Creation. Man’s “biological” life is directly dependent on
his relationship with God. God
breathes into man’s nostrils and
man becomes alive. Life is then a
dimension of the “encounter”
between God and man (cp. Ps
115:17).
Wholeness
Another implication of the creation of man reported in the Bible
is that the human person is conceived as a whole. Man became a
living soul (Gen 2:7). Thus it
would be inappropriate to say that
man has a soul; man is a soul. The
Hebrew conception of man makes

no room for a dualistic theory of
man. The word nephesh which is
commonly translated by “soul”
implies in fact all the functions of
man, spiritual, mental, emotional,
as well as physical. The nephesh can
be hungry (Ps 107:9; Deut 12:20),
thirsty (Ps 143:6), satisfied (Jer
31:14), enjoy good food (Isa 55:2);
it can also love (Gen 34:3; Song
1:7), be troubled (Ps 31:9), cry (Ps
119:20), make research (Lam
3:25), know (Ps 139:14), be wise
(Prov 3:22), worship and praise
God (Pss 103:1; 146:1). The same
principle applies for the human
organs. Guts, rechem, have compassion (Gen 43:30); kidneys, kilyot, convey instruction (Ps 16:7);
the heart, leb, thinks (Ezek 38:10),
feels (Ps 39:4) or understands (1
Kgs 3:9); the ears, ozenim, understand (Prov 18:15). The flesh,
basar, which is supposed to contain all the physical functions of
man, has also spiritual functions.
The flesh is troubled (Jer 12:12),
knows (Ezek 21:10), is spiritual
(Joel 3:1), worships (Isa 66:23; Ps
145:21).
Thus, man may think with his
body and eat with his soul, just as
he may think with his soul and eat
with his body. Actually the two
words nephesh (soul) and basar
(flesh) are often interchangeable
(Num 31:35; cf. Ps 145:21). The
reason for that confusion is that
soul and body do not exist separately. Man is conceived in totality.
If the physical mechanism stops
working, the spiritual mechanism
does the same (Eccl 9:5). Death is
total just as life.
For the Hebrew, to be whole,
complete, “total” means therefore
to be healthy. It is noteworthy that
the Hebrew word Shalom which
means “complete,” “whole” is
mostly used with the connotation
of health. The first appearance of
the word Shalom appears in
Genesis 23:6 when Jacob inquires
about Laban’s shalom, a way of asking his well-being, his health. This

language is still used in Modern
Hebrew when one asks mah
shlomekha, the equivalent of “how
are you?” In Hebrew we are in fact
asking “how complete are you?”
Likewise, King Hezekiah calls his
healing the recovery of his shalom,
of his completeness (Isa 38:17).
The same principle underlies the
lessons of the book of Proverbs.
Religious life, the obedience of

blood that is life. This principle is
so important that the biblical text
goes so far as to associate it with
the killing of humans and the fact
that man has been created in God’s
image (Gen 9:5-7).
In the book of Ezekiel it is associated with idolatry and murder
(Ezek 3:25-26). No wonder then
this prescription has been maintained for the non-Jew in the

From the first words of the Bible we are notified that
the spiritual world and the physical world are the
same thing.
God’s commands, is essential for
health. “My son, do not forget my
law, but let your heart keep my
commands; for length of days and
long life in peace (shalom) they
will add to you (Prov 3:1-2).
Food
It’s interesting and indeed important to realize that when the Bible
speaks about food, it does not do
it with the concern of health but
with the concern of the sacredness
of life. The first time that food is
mentioned, it is to inform the
reader that food has been given by
God in a way that does not threaten life. Humans and animals are
sharing the same vegetarian diet
(Gen 1:27-30). The same principle justifies God’s commandment
not to eat meat with its blood
(Gen 9:3-4).
The reason for this prescription
is explicitly indicated; it is because
life is in the blood. (Gen 9:4). This
is the lesson hidden behind man’s
diet. We should eat with the
awareness that life is sacred. This
association of thought is quite
consistent with the biblical idea
that God is the creator of life. This
food is given by God to sustain
life; it therefore could not be otherwise: we cannot on one hand
provide and affirm life in eating
and at the same time withdraw life
in killing and the shedding of

Noahic law and is still valid even
under the “new covenant” as
understood by the early Christians
(Acts 15).
The same lesson is implied in
the Levitical restriction “you shall
not boil a young goat in its mother’s milk” (Exod 23:19). It is clear
that besides the cultural reason
that associated this recipe with the
Baal fertility cults of Canaan, and
the ethical intention to prevent the
cruelty against animals, there is
another deeper reason: affirm the
teaching of the sacredness of life.
Just as we should not eat the meat
with its blood that provides life in
the veins of the animals, it is not
decent to eat the animal with the
milk which is supposed to provide
it with life. This is also why the
clean animals that we are allowed
to eat in the Levitical system are
generally not animals that kill.
Even here when we can eat meat
that belongs to the selected life of
the Torah, we are supposed to
remember creation. It is indeed
highly significant that the life that
is given in Leviticus 11 reflects the
blueprint of the creation story. It
follows the same sequence as in
Genesis 1:24-26, uses the same
technical expressions and is associated with the same principle of the
creation of humans in God’s
image. “You shall therefore be holy
for I am holy” (Lev 11:44).
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Sex
The biblical raison d’etre of sexual
relations is the high reverence for
life. Here also the reference to creation is implied. The four duties
that are associated with sexual life
are pointing to creation. The first
duty is given in the creation story;
it is the first commandment of
God, “Be fruitful and multiply”
(Gen 1:20). It is amazing that the
first human conception is put in
the context of sexual life. “Adam
knew Eve”—and yet it is interpreted by Eve as a divine creation. “I
have acquired a man from the
Lord” (Gen 4:1).
The second duty concerns
hygienic measures taken in relation to bodily discharges. Both
man and woman are subject to the
same laws which imply rituals of
washing and cleaning. For the
woman however the time of
uncleanness is longer (7 days) during which the woman is set apart
(Lev 15:19) and no sexual relationship is allowed (Lev 10:18).
Here again we may perceive the
same principle that was behind the
dietary laws, namely that life is not
to be associated with death. Sexual
relation, an act of life, cannot take
place at the time of menstruation,
which is associated with the blood
and the loss of potential life.
The third duty concerns sexual
satisfaction. Man should not frustrate the woman, not only from
her food or her clothing, but also
from “her marriage rights” (Exod
21:10). According to this view sexual relations are then legitimate
outside of procreation (contrary to
the Catholic tradition). Yet it is
noteworthy that this duty concerns only the husband; the
woman remains sovereign on that
matter. She is the one who should
control the relations. This nuance
is suggested in the context of the
creation story where man is
described as the one who “shall
leave father and mother” to follow

his wife in their becoming “one
flesh” (Gen 2:26). The same principle seems to dominate the manwoman relationship in wisdom lit-

It is only in this experience, vis-avis with the one who is like me and
different from me, only in monogamous experience which implies

Religious life, the obedience of God’s commands, is
essential for health.
erature, especially the Song of
Songs, where it is the woman who
takes the initiative and controls the
relationship (see also Jer 31:22).
All these measures may surprise or
even shock our “macho” views.
But they make sense from the perspective of the protection of
woman and hence the health of
the sexual relations. Sexual satisfaction is achieved insofar as it
implies reverence for the sacredness of life.
The fourth duty concerns the
nature of the relation that is contained in the sexual relations. The
Hebrew word that describes sexual
relations is yada‘, which implies
personal, intimate and reciprocal
experience in time. In other words,
sexual relations imply the knowledge of the partner. It is not a onenight experience. It implies the
duration and the commitment of
life. It also implies it is between
two persons. The woman is not
given to man or reversely as a mere
object of pleasure. They are both
subjects facing each other. The
Hebrew experience that describes
this relation is given in Genesis
2:18: the woman has been created
by God in relation to man kenegdo,
which literally means “as his opposite.” The relation that was given at
creation necessitates a relationship
with someone who is both like me
and different from me; she/he is
both with me and against me.
She/he supports and confronts me.
It’s clear then that this biblical
view of the couple excludes any
relationship with the same sex
(only like me) or relationship with
an animal (only different), just as
it excludes any extramarital affair.
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the real knowledge of the other
that we will produce and guarantee. Only within these parameters
will we achieve the highest biblical
ideal, namely the resemblance with
God. It is in clear significance that
equal creation of the human couple as man and woman in their
sexual relations is associated with
the principle of Imago Dei: “So
God created man in His image; in
the image of God He created him,
male and female He created them”
(Gen 1:27).
Environment
All those biblical laws which apply
to space and object surround the
human person and concern his/her
welfare. This relation is already
obvious in creation. The environment is indebted to the Hebrew
view of creation. Contrary to the
Greek and the dualistic views
where creation is depicted as negative, the Bible describes creation as
positive and valuable. After each
act of creation God evaluates that
it is very good and beautiful. God
creates the world as a perfect and
enjoyable environment for the
humans. Before creating man,
God creates his environment, the
light, the sun, the water, and the
animals (Gen 1). The plants of the
garden precede the formation of
man (Gen 2). Also this garden is
not just given to promote shelter
and food for the man. It is not just
a useful context. The biblical text
lengthens in discussing the harmony and the “useless” beauty of the
space where man will be put. Trees
are not just good for food but are

also “pleasant to the sight.” And
the tree of life is in the middle
(Gen 2:9). Four rivers are flowing
there, and are associated with precious stones and gold.
The lesson God gives in His creation should be meditated by the
professionals of religion. Beauty is
the sign of life. Ugliness and boredom are not signs of good religion.
God is first of all an artist. People
who despise beauty and lack good
taste miss an important aspect of
God’s presence, perhaps the most
important one.
The very fact that God created
the human environment as beautiful is a religious invitation to
appreciate the beauty of creation.
This exercise of the sensitivity will
bring life and health to our human
existence. Maimonides, the great
physician of the Middle Ages, recommended his patients to contemplate beautiful things and to
listen to beautiful music. For the
agency of beauty will dissipate
despair and cure depression.
Creation (not drought), life (not
death), beauty (not boredom), joy
(not sadness) will teach about God
(Job 12:2-10).
Now, the fact that the world has
been created as a whole and in
relation to man, indicates an
organic unity of the world within
itself and as it relates to man. The
nature of this relationship is such
that the history of the whole world
is described as dependent upon
man’s actions. The original good
creation becomes bad as soon as
man disobeys God. Evil and death
enter the world and the ecological
balance has been upset due to the
sin of man. This lesson of dependence is repeated over and over
again in the scriptures. In Genesis
4, as a result of his murder, Cain
had to be protected (Gen 4:15).
The text does not specify from
what, but it is clear that animals

are implied since these are the only
things left besides his parents. The
same principle underlies the
Hebrew concept of the promised
land which has the property of
“vomiting out” its sinful inhabitants (Lev 18:25, 28). The iniquity of the Israelites who steal and
commit adultery (Hos 4:2) affects
the character of the land which
“will mourn . . . And waste with

People who despise
beauty and lack good
taste miss an important
aspect of God’s presence.
the beasts . . . the birds and the
fish” (Hos 4:3). Likewise the mere
lie of the individual Achan has an
effect upon the immediate surroundings. Not only will the
whole people be hurt but the space
in which the sin takes place, the
valley, is hit and becomes the “valley of trouble” (Josh 7:10-26).
Thus the geography seems to bear
witness to the iniquity. And this
principle is so vivid for the
prophets that they go so far as to
infer the fate of the nation merely
from the meaning of the names of
the cities where that nation dwells
(Mic 1:10-16). As a matter of fact,
the world is intimately associated
with its inhabitants (Isa 49:13; Jer
51:48; Ps 96:11; 1 Chr 16:31) and
man’s success or failure involves
the failure or success of all creation
(Isa 51:6; 44:23; 45:18).
This is why the Bible is full of
laws that regulate the person’s relation to his/her body and environment. This principle of dependence was behind the notion of
infection and the transmission of
disease, and thus behind all the
hygienic laws, and the duty to
wash not only the body, but also
any infected space or objects. The
justification for all these measures

is repeated over and over again in
the book of Leviticus, “Be holy, for
I am holy,” (Lev 11:40; 19:2; 20:7;
21:6, 8). God’s presence is recognized everywhere; the whole space
is owned by God. Therefore the
whole world is to be kept holy. The
recognition that God owns the
world belongs to the biblical view
of creation. “The earth is the
Lord’s and the fullness thereof, the
world and those who dwell therein; for he has founded it upon the
waters” (Ps 24:1-2).
The human duty to keep nature
in good condition implies the
health of creation. For this awareness that God has created the
world will preserve against two pitfalls that have destroyed the earth:
The trap of idolatry where man is
crushed by creation, where creation is left by itself and therefore
bound to confusion and death; the
trap of ecological abuse where man
destroys the earth. The biblical
text and creation calls man to
responsibility in the garden where
he has been put. He will have “to
tend it and keep it (Gen 2:15).
Ethics
Man has been created a social being.
“It is not good that man should be
alone” (Gen 2:18). The Hebrew
concept of health is therefore based
on relationship. Shalem (complete)
implies Shalom (peace). A bad relation is bound to produce a disease.
The first human depression is so
diagnosed. Because Cain failed in his
relationship with his brother “his
countenance fell” (Gen 4:5).
The book of Proverbs elaborates
on this observation. The idea that
the wicked perishes is repeated like
a refrain in the book (Prov 13:13;
19:9; 28:28 etc.). Unethical behavior leads ultimately to death. “A
worthless man, a wicked man goes
about with crooked speech, winks
with his eyes, scrapes with his feet,
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points with his finger, with perverted heart devises evil, continually sowing discord; therefore
calamity will come upon him suddenly; in a moment he will be broken without remedy” (Prov 6:1215).
The tongue plays an important
role in ethical behavior: it is therefore expected that “Death and life

al are reconciled or re-created.
3. Because the Sabbath is the
time of exalting creation, this is
the day when good food is in
order. It is noteworthy that the
first experience of the Sabbath by
the liberated people of Israel is
associated with food, the manna
from above. This is why the
Sabbath table has two breads, the

The Sabbath commandment contains all the lessons of Creation, and hence all the lessons about
the Hebrew concept of health.
are in the power of the tongue”
(Prov 18:4). In fact, the tongue of
the wise promotes health (Prov
12:18). “A wholesome tongue” is
identified with “the tree of Life”
while perverseness in the tongue
will break the spirit (Prov 15:4).
Psalm 41 relates explicitly the
biblical ethical ideal of charity to
the poor to health. “Blessed is he
who considers the poor. The Lord
delivers him in the day of trouble .
. . the Lord will strengthen him on
his bed of illness; you will sustain
him on his sick bed” (Ps 41:1, 3).
Sabbath
The primary function of the
Sabbath is to remember creation
(Exod 20:18). For that matter the
Sabbath commandment contains
all the lessons of creation, and
hence all the lessons about the
Hebrew concept of health.
1. It implies a spiritual attribute
since it calls for the recognition of
God as the creator and the savior
(Deut 5:15). It is a moment of
rest, a pause from work and a time
to be devoted to spiritual activity.
2. It emphasizes the holistic
view of life; the shalom has been
traditionally been associated with
Shabbat. Remember, “Shabbat
Shalom.” This is the moment
when the physical and the spiritu-

two hallot, calling the double portion of the manna during the
Exodus time.
4. Sexual life is relevant in the
holy time of Sabbath. The message
is given through the literary parallelism that associates the gift of the
Sabbath (on the seventh section of
the first creation story in Gen 2:13) with the coupling of Adam and
Eve (also on the seventh section of
the second creation story in Gen
2:23-24).
The Sabbath is thus given as the
time for family par excellence. It is
not an accident that the fifth commandment follows the fourth commandment about the Sabbath.
These are the only positive commandments. No wonder then that
the book of Leviticus associates the
keeping of the Sabbath with family
relations (Lev 13:3).
5. The law of the Sabbath has
ecological implications. On
Sabbath we are to affirm and
remember creation; “heavens and
the earth, the sea and all that is in
them,” and enjoy the beauty of
nature. This whole idea permeates
the central principle of the
Sabbatical year and the jubilee
(the Sabbath of Sabbaths) when
the land is left by itself. Thus the
land is kept in good health rejuvenating itself, and preserving its
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natural resources.
6. The Sabbath is also the day
that overthrows social barriers. No
more slave or master, no more
stranger or natives (Deut 5:14). It
is the day when we learn to respect
each other, not only because we
remember that we are equals, we
are all created by God, but also
because we have time to relate to
each other and the faith to notice
in the other the face of God.
Indeed the Sabbath contains all
the dimensions of health. And yet
the Sabbath contains one more
dimension that transcends all the
others. The Sabbath brings the surplus2 that makes us nostalgic and
dream about another time. It is the
hope “of new heavens and new
earth” where “the voice of weeping
shall no longer be heard” (Isa
65:19), for we shall then no longer
be concerned with health . . .
1

In Hebrew, the word ruach means
spirit, wind or air.
2
The neshama yeteira of mystical
Judaism.

Roots

The Mitzvah of Health
Reinaldo Siqueira
Professor of Hebrew Scriptures

T

he traditional Jewish
concept of health is well
exemplified by the words
of Maimonides in his Mishneh Torah,
Hilchot Deut 4:1: “Since maintaining a healthy and sound body is
among the ways of God—for one
cannot understand or have any
knowledge of the Creator if he is
ill—therefore he must avoid that
which harms the body and accustom
himself to that which is helpful and
helps the body become stronger.”
The basic Jewish mitzvah of health is
found in the biblical text of
Deuteronomy 4:15: venishmartem
meod lenafshoteychem (“be extremely
protective of your being”).1
The Jewish concept of health is
holistic and religious, for it is only
in the communion with the
Creator that man can enjoy real
health. This idea of health is related directly to the ideal of man’s
relationship with God as established in Creation. Man was created in God’s own image, to live by
His will, and to relate himself to
Him in the most profound and
intimate ways. To live this ideal in
one’s life is to be indeed healthy.
This holistic and religious Jewish
concept of health is the one found in
the New Testament too.2 It can be
seen, for example, in John’s salutation

to Gaius: “Dear friend, I pray that
you may enjoy good health and that
all may go well with you, even as
your soul is getting along well” (3
John 2, NIV). The New Testament’s
concern for the well-being of the
human as a whole, and not only for
his spiritual welfare, is also seen in
Paul’s treatment of everyday-life matters (food, drink, relationships, good
citizenship, work, etc.) as elements as
important for the life of a believer as
are the spiritual matters (faith, love,

It is only in the communion with the
Creator that man can
enjoy real health.
worship, righteousness, obedience,
etc.)—see Romans 12-15; 1
Corinthians 3-14; Galatians 5:166:10; Ephesians 4:17-6:9; etc.
In a quite opposite way to the
common Greek concept of the
time, which considered the body
basically only as a prison-house for
the soul, the New Testament gives
great importance to the body and
taking good care of it. For Paul,
the human body is a “temple” that
belongs to God and it is forbidden
to man to destroy or dishonor this

“temple” (1 Corinthians 3:16-17;
6:19).3 In view of that, Paul
exhorts his fellow believers:
“Therefore, I urge you brothers, in
view of God’s mercy, to offer your
bodies as living sacrifices, holy and
pleasing to God—this is your reasonable act of worship. Do not
conform any longer to the pattern
of this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your mind.
Then you will be able to test and
approve what God’s will is—His
good, pleasing and perfect will”
(Romans 12:1-2).
The New Testament’s holistic and
religious view on health is also clearly perceived in the narratives of the
healings and teachings of Jesus.
While Jesus was keenly interested in
healing the sick in body, he also paid
close attention to the mind and spirit of those who suffered. This can be
seen in his stress on faith on the part
of those who came to him for help—
“your faith has saved you,” “be it
according to your faith” were common expressions of Jesus (see
Matthew 8:13; 9:22, 29; 15:28;
Mark 5:34, 36; etc.). It is also quite
clear in the narrative of the healing of
a paralytic in Capernaum, when he
started with the spiritual and psychological restoration of the man before
his actual physical healing (Matthew
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9:1-8; Luke 5:18-26). Jesus’ stress on
healing the state of spiritual turmoil,
in which many people lived, severed
“the roots of psychogenic diseases.”4
His teachings in the “Sermon on the
Mount” (Matthew 5-7) demonstrate
also his “emphasis on human motivation and his recognition of powerful emotions like love, fear,
hatred, lust, and anxiety as causes
of mental and physical diseases.”5
The New Testament emphasis
on healing shows its stress on
health as an important element of
human life. Narratives like the
healing of a man with a shriveled
hand on Sabbath (Matthew 12:914; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11) is an
example of the Jewish understanding that prevailed over time concerning the overall importance of
the human health and life. Before
healing the sick man, Jesus
addressed his opponents, saying:
“Is it lawful to heal on Sabbath? . .
. If any of you has a sheep and it
falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will
you not take hold of it and lift it
out? How much more valuable is a
man than a sheep! Therefore it is
lawful to do good on Sabbath”
(Matthew 12:10-12). These words
are a close parallel to the Talmudic
teaching that “if it could save a life,
one must (not may) violate the
Sabbath, eat forbidden foods, and
even eat on Yom Kippur (Pesachim
25a). The only laws that cannot be
violated to preserve life are those
prohibiting murder, idolatry, and
sexual immorality (Yoma 85b;
Sanhedrin 74a).”6 Paul’s injunction to Timothy that he should
break his Nazirite vows and drink
some wine with water, instead of
water only, as a remedy for his bad
stomach and his frequent illnesses
(1 Timothy 5:23), betrays the
Jewish understanding that one is
to be “more particular about matters concerning danger to health
and life than about ritual matters
(Chulin 9a; Chosen Mishpat 427;
Yoreh De’ah 116).”7
Finally, New Testament views
on health point to the basic Jewish
health concept in its relationship
with God the Creator and the
ideal of Creation. Diseases are seen

as something contrary to the established order of the divine Creation.
They are the result of the operation of evil in human life and in
the world (Luke 13:16), and the
Messiah came to destroy the works
of the Devil (1 John 3:8) and set
man free (Luke 13:12; 4:18-21).
Hence, Jesus’ healings are seen as
one evidence that “the kingdom of
God has come” (Matthew 12:28)
and the restoration toward the
ideal of Creation had begun.
Healing and reestablishment of the
sick were as much part of the
results of the supreme Messianic
sacrifice as were forgiveness of sin
and salvation, as predicted by
Isaiah 53:4 (Matthew 8:16-17).
The end of all things will be the
total restoration of the divine original order in the Messianic eternal
kingdom. The present world and

This holistic and religious
Jewish concept of health
is the one found in the
New Testament too.
its order will be destroyed by fire
(2 Peter 3:7-10; Revelation 20:715; see Malachi 4:1, 3), then God
will create a new heaven and a new
earth, and its capital will be the
Jerusalem of gold and precious
stones that will come down from
heaven (Revelation 21:1-2; see
Isaiah 54:11-12; 65:17-19). In
that glorious city is located the
Gan Eden with the “Tree of Life”
in its midst, being that its leaves
are for the “healing of the nations”
(Revelation 22:2; see Ezekiel
47:12). In this new earth, health in
its totality will be the reality of
every human being, for: “Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and
He will live with them. They will
be His people, and God Himself
will be with them and be their
God. He will wipe away every tear
from their eyes. There will be no
more death or mourning or crying
or pain, for the old order of things
has passed away” (Revelation 21:34). Then, we will experience the
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plentiful reality of the most fundamental biblical and Jewish idea on
health: “I am the Lord, your
Healer” (Exodus 15:26).

1

See the web document by Richard H.
Schwartz, “Jewish Teachings on Health,”
[http://schwartz.enviroweb.org/jhealth1.html],
March 2002.
2
See Harrison, “Healing and Health,”
The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 2:546-548;
idem, “Heal,” The International Standard
Bible Encyclopedia, fully revised (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 2:645-646; F.
Graber and D. Mueller, “Heal,” The New
International Dictionary of New Testament
Theology, edited by Colin Brown (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 2:163- 172.
3
The idea of the human body as a
“temple” that belongs to God is based in
biblical passages like Isaiah 57:15 (“I live
in a high and holy place, but also with
him who is contrite and lowly in spirit”)
and is related to health as far as God’s
dwelling in the human “temple” is in
order to “heal him” (Isaiah 57:18- 19). For
a Jew, it is halachic (“legally”) prohibited
to harm or dishonor his body; see
Schwartz, “Jewish Teaching on Health.”
4
“Modern psychiatric investigation has
shown that this conflict takes place in the
unconscious mind, a largely uncharted
area of human personality in which such
dynamics as faith, hope, the will to live,
fear, and other emotional states are held to
be rooted. It was to this realm, where so
many of the disorders which afflict mind
and body have their beginning, that the
healing influence and spiritual authority
of Christ penetrated” (Harrison,
“Healing, Health,” 2:547).
5
Idem, “Heal,” 2:645.
6
Yosef Ben Shlomo Hakohen and
Richard H. Schwartz, “Prevention: Torah
Perspectives on Preserving Health,”
[http://schwartz.enviroweb.org/health.html],
March 2002.
7
Ibid.

News

From Israel
Amram Elofer
Jerusalem, Israel

Ben Gurion University Serves
Community
The medical faculty of the Negev’s
Ben Gurion University has a comprehensive program of prevention,
treatment and rehabilitation in the
local community as part of its
activities.
Faculty as well as medical students focuses especially on highrisk groups such as the Bedouin
and immigrants from the former
Soviet Union and Ethiopia. A
Community Cancer Care unit
gives workshops on pain management, relaxation and nutrition. A
mobile eye unit, Negev Project
Vision, visits Bedouin villages,
kibbutzim
and
moshavim.
Smoking prevention and cessation
programs are held in high schools.
A newly opened school of pharmacy has been added to the
schools of nursing and physiotherapy.
Ben Gurion University has the
only medical faculty in Israel led
by a female dean, Professor Rivka
Carmi, who was appointed to the
position last year. There are only
nine medical- faculty deans in the
whole of the United States. Prof.
Carmi is providing a positive role
model for the local population.

One of the local Bedouin women
is in her fourth year of medicine
and 780 students applied for the
65 positions available in the current year’s intake. Despite Israel’s
having a ratio of one MD for every
3,000 Israelis—one of the smallest
ratios in the world—there is a
shortage of doctors in outlying
areas. Prof. Carmi has asked the
government to provide financial
support for more basic and applied
medical research.
Exercise Counselors’ Course
Completed
Twenty people completed the
Hebrew University’s first course
for training personal exercise
counselors. Graduates will provide
advice in designing personalized
exercise programs, as there is a
growing awareness in people and
organizations of the importance of
exercise in psychological as well as
physical health.
Health Statistics
Israel was reported fifteenth on the
World Health Organization’s list
of 129 countries showing the
number of years a person is likely
to enjoy reasonably good health.
Japan was at the top of the list at

73.8 years and Sierra Leone last at
29.5 years. The UN agency’s annual health report placed Israel (69.9)
behind
Switzerland
(72.1),
Australia (71.5), Sweden (71.4),
France (70.7), and Canada (70.0),
but equal with Britain (69.9), and
ahead of Denmark (69.5),
Germany (69.4), and the United
States (67.2).
Effective Prayer
Research findings published in the
September issue of the Journal of
Reproductive Medicine reported
that a group of women undergoing
IVF who were being prayed for
were almost twice as likely to
become pregnant as a group who
were not being prayed for.
None of the women in either of
the two groups or medical personnel caring for them knew of the
prayers. Three prayer groups of
people from outside the country
were formed. One group was given
photos of the prospective mothers
and prayed for success in their fertility treatment. The second group
prayed for the effectiveness of the
first group’s prayer, and the third
group prayed for the two other
groups. The findings were so
marked that they seemed incredi-
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ble even to the researchers themselves. Nevertheless, the findings
support other research and anecdotal evidence, and researchers
intend to continue studying the
phenomenon to try to identify relevant factors.
Turning the Light on Skin
Problems
A company based in Caesarea has
developed a photo-light treatment
that has the potential to alleviate
the symptoms of acne, eliminate
the unpleasant side effects of present treatments, and reduce the
time before improvement in the
condition can be seen. One third
of all visits to dermatologists are
because of acne and millions of
dollars are spent annually trying to
treat it, often with little success. A
phototherapy treatment for psoriasis has also been developed as well
as a treatment for acute eczema.
While these conditions may not
be life-threatening or finding
effective treatments as dramatic as
finding a cure for AIDS or cancer,
the psychological benefits as well
as the physical benefits will be
enormous.
Dead Sea Therapeutic
The high-pressure oxygen and
concentration of salts in the Dead
Sea area, 402 meters below sea
level, have been found beneficial
for patients of all ages suffering
from cystic fibrosis, emphysema,
and chronic pulmonary disorder,
among other breathing difficulties. The high-pressure oxygen
raises the oxygen content in the
blood, allowing patients to exercise more and enhancing their
overall well-being. Breathing efficiency in CF patients is improved.
The high concentration of minerals also helps the breathing of
those with respiratory problems
and pulmonary disorders. The

absence of pollen is an added benefit.
Psoriasis and other skin disorders have been found to benefit
from the application of the Dead
Sea’s mud, and immersion in the
area’s sulfur pools and thermonuclear springs.
Matters of Life and Death—
Statistics
From the Statistical Abstract for
2001 published by Israel’s Central
Bureau of Statistics: Life expectancy for males was 76.6 years (Jewish
males 77.1), while life expectancy
for women was 80.4 years (Jewish
females 80.7).
There was an overall 2.3%
increase in the population. At 288
people to one square kilometre,
Israel has one of the highest density populations in the world.
Diabetes Vaccine Developed
A vaccine to prevent the onset of
Type I diabetes had been developed at the Weizmann Institute in
Rehovot. As many as 120 million
to 140 million people are either
Type I or Type II diabetics. The
vaccine is intended not only for
those with a genetic risk for the
disease but also for those whose
pancreatic beta cells are already
damaged. Phase II trials of three
injections of the vaccine over six
months on 200 patients resulted in
an increase in production of the
patients’ own insulin. The insulin
production of those receiving a
placebo declined significantly with
a corresponding increase in their
need for injections. Phase III trials
are due to begin this year. A report
on Hadassah University Hospital’s
clinical study appeared in the
November 24 issue of The Lancet.
Herod’s Disease Identified
A feature of the annual Clinical
Pathologic Conference is the
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report of an investigation of the
cause of death of an historical
character. Prof. Jan Hirschmann of
the University of Washington’s
School of Medicine researched the
disease that killed Herod the Great
(not to be confused with Herod
Agrippa, his grandson) in 4 B.C.E.
Herod’s symptoms as described in
historical texts included intense
itching, intestinal problems, convulsions, and gangrene of the genitalia. Focusing on the probable
cause of one symptom Prof.
Hirschmann then saw how it related to other symptoms. He concluded that the most likely cause
of Herod’s death was chronic kidney disease complicated by
Fournier’s gangrene.
Religion Strengthens Family
Relationships
Research published in the
December issue of the Journal of
Family Psychology shows that taking part in religious rituals
improves mental health by
strengthening family relationships,
increasing marital satisfaction, and
fostering a positive attitude in
younger generations.

Viewpoint

Neither Fat Nor Blood
Clifford Goldstein
Editor and Author

I
“

t shall be a perpetual
statute for your generations
throughout
all
your
dwellings, that you eat neither fat
nor blood” (Leviticus 3:17).
This warning, spoken by Moses
to the children of Israel more than
three thousand years ago, is about
as valuable health-wise now as
then. Though in Moses’s time, not
much research had been done in
cardiology, lipid chemistry, hematology, and endocrinology, a lot
has been done since (particularly
in the past 50 years). What it all
shows is that, indeed, putting
aside any of the specific theological issues involved such as
Leviticus 17:11 (“For the life of
the flesh is in the blood: and I
have given it to you upon the altar
to make an atonement for your
souls: for it is the blood that
maketh an atonement for the
soul”), the warning against eating
fat and blood is simply good
dietary principles, if nothing else.
You’d have to be a troglodyte to
not know about the danger of
heart disease, especially in the
Western World, where hundreds
of thousands of people are every

year digging their own graves with
their teeth. Fatty foods, such as the
kind of fat found in animals, has
been implicated in study after
study as a powerful factor in the
cause of all sorts of cardiovascular
disease, everything from strokes,
angina, senility, and heart attacks.
You don’t have to be Aristotle to
see the correlation: those who have

People are every year
digging their own graves
with their teeth.
the highest intake in their diets
tend to have the highest rates of
coronary heart disease. The lower
the intake, the lower the amount
of disease. In the past, nations
such as Russia, Finland, and the
United States, with very high fat
diets, have had very high rates of
coronary disease; nations with
much lower intakes, such as Japan
and Greece, have much lower
rates.
The bottom line is that research
has shown a powerful correlation
between the amount of saturated
fat, as in animal fat, and the level

of serum cholesterol; the higher
the amount of this fat, the higher
the cholesterol, and as everyone
knows by now, the higher the cholesterol, the greater the risk of cardiac problems. Though, as with
any scientific, particularly medical
study, other factors are involved
that must be considered (use of
tobacco, genetics, stress, sex, age,
weight, etc.), the evidence in still
direct enough: cholesterol kills.
How? To make the very complicated simple, the cholesterol plays
a major role in the formation of
plaque in our arteries. It clogs
them up, being shoved into
defects in the cell wall by blood
pressure and other factors. As the
plaque increases, it cuts off the
oxygen to cells in the artery, which
in turn die and add to the clog,
which increases and increases until
it cuts off the supply of blood to
the heart. The results are, literally,
deadly. Or, in some cases (too
many actually), the plug breaks off
into smaller pieces, where they are
moved downstream and clog up
other arteries. That is what is
known as a stroke. Again, though
many other factors are involved,
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cholesterol is a key culprit, and
animal fat can greatly increase the
level of cholesterol in a person’s
body.
Now, Moses’s command didn’t
end with fat, either; it also has the
admonition against blood as well.
Here, too, though the evidence
isn’t as clear-cut as with fat,
research shows that we could definitely be much better off healthwise without ingesting the blood
of dead animals into our bodies.
One problem has to do with
blood clotting, the Lord’s amazing

internal mechanism that causes
our body to heal its own wounds
(it’s kind of ready-made microscopic
ambulance
service).
Clotting is an exceedingly complex cascade of enzymatic reactions that requires the right
amount and right balance of the
needed chemicals. If, however, we
eat animal blood, some of its clotting chemicals get into our blood
and in some cases can trigger
excess clotting in us, either when it
is not needed at all, or it can cause
too much clotting when needed.

Neither option is optimal.
In the five books of Moses,
numerous warnings are given
regarding the consumption of fat
and blood. Theologians have
debated for centuries the purpose
of those warnings. Whatever the
theological issues, they certainly
make some good sense healthwise, and for a religion such as
Judaism, which takes the flesh,
the body, seriously, and views it as
a good thing, then perhaps health
matters can, indeed, be matters of
theology as well.

Now Available!
“Israel and the Church is required reading, a must, for
Christians and Jews involved in the dialogue, for beginners as well as seminary students.”
Rabbi Leon Klenicki
Director Emeritus, Department of Interfaith Affairs,
Anti-Defamation League

“An insightful, probing, and candidly refreshing work . . .
a necessary read.”
Dr. Marvin R. Wilson
Professor of Biblical Studies, Gordon College

“Doukhan not only distills a generation of scholarship to
provide the reader with the best short introduction to
Jewish-Christian relations available today, but also provides numerous quite challenging new perspectives that
will make it fascinating for veterans of the dialogue as
well as beginners. An instant classic.”
Dr. Eugene J. Fisher
Associate Director, Secretariat for Ecumenical and
Interreligious Affairs, U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops

Hendrickson Publishers, $19.95 • For information or credit card orders call 1-800-385-2001 (Andrews University Bookstore)
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Jewish Thought

The Quest for Health
A. Hadas

L
“

et us eat and drink . . .
for tomorrow we die”
(Isaiah 22:13 NIV).
What is this quest for health?
Health is the quest for life, for a
longer, fuller life. It is something
we work for. It is also something
which is supposed to last. What
we seek in health is permanence,
longevity. Health is finally something we sacrifice for. It is a discipline; it is asceticism.
The book of Ecclesiastes has a
totally different outlook on life
than our modern conception of
health does. Instead of health we
find pleasure. Instead of longevity
we find the ephemeral. And finally instead of work we find grace. It
is this different perspective on life
that we would like to discuss in
this article, as to contrast it with
our present-day conception of
life—health—as well as perhaps
deepen and enrich it.
The Ephemeral
Our civilization cannot face this
notion. The ephemeral is some-

thing we escape. It is taboo. Our
pursuit for health is often only
another way to dissimulate the
traces of the ephemeral character
of our lives from our bodies and
faces. Old age, when we finally
face the ephemeral people that we
are, is shunned in our civilization.
Old age is something we try to
avoid. And so we exercise.
The book of Ecclesiastes is there
to remind us that life is ephemeral
and that health, as we perceive it,
is an impossible goal. In health we
seek permanence. But life is
ephemeral. Our understanding of
health, as the quest for longevity
and youth, is perhaps distorted.
Youth is only one of the many
phases of life. It comes and passes.
Other phases follow. Life is a succession of different epochs. There
is a time for everything and a season for every activity under heaven.
Our modern-day conception of
health, however, is the attempt to
stay in one epoch, that of youth, as
long as possible. But life is a
stream. Our attempts are vain.

The emphasis on the ephemeral
in the book of Ecclesiastes is taken
by our civilization as pessimistic.
Perhaps it is. But perhaps it serves
to open our eyes on another
dimension of life that is forgotten
in our quest of longevity and permanence: The dimension of pleasure.
The Pleasure
Our quest for health often takes
the form of a sacrifice. We sacrifice
our bodies, our time, our appetites
for health. The book of
Ecclesiastes brushes all these
efforts aside. Eat, drink, enjoy the
wife of your youth . . . for tomorrow we die. We often contrast
health with pleasure. What gives
us pleasure is certainly bad for us.
Health, the quest of the better
good, should control the appetites,
the search for immediate pleasure.
Such a conception is a Greek idea.
In the Bible, we have no such conception of health. In the Bible, life
is not a quest. Life is a gift. The
festival of life—the Sabbath—
reminds us every week of that gift.

Winter 2001 / SHABBAT SHALOM 21

It reminds us to breathe and it
reminds us to live. On the
Sabbath, we are asked not to exercise and diet, but simply to enjoy.
It is in fact forbidden to exercise
and diet, as work and fast are prohibited. On the Sabbath we are
reminded that life is not a quest
but a gift. Life is not something we
work for, but something we
receive. A gift. Pleasure.
The advice of the book of
Ecclesiastes is therefore not at all a
call to eat, drink, . . . and forget. It
is on the contrary a reminder that
life is a gift and that we should be
grateful and take pleasure in that
gift. Our civilization has difficulties, however, in conceiving the
notion of gift. Our civilization is a
civilization of achievement, of
merit; it is a work-civilization.
Gifts are always exchanged. We
have no notion of free gifts, of
grace.
The Gift
We cannot conceive the notion of
free gift because we are too busy

trying to achieve things by ourselves. But sometimes our efforts
are vain. And indeed, they are
vain, for death always has the last
word. It is this truth that our civilization tries to mask in its rush for
success, achievement, and . . .
health. But in fact we are nothing.
And it is only when we realize that
we are nothing that our eyes are
opened to the immense diversity
of gifts that fill our lives. It is only
when we realize that life is a desert
in which all our efforts are destined to wilt and die, that we can
take note of the freshly fallen
manna waiting to be gathered.
But this gift which is bestowed
on us is itself ephemeral. Eat,
drink . . . for this too is a gift from
God. The gift is ephemeral. Eating
and drinking are ephemeral activities. They do not last further than
the moment of enjoyment. The
gift is never ours to hold. God
gives and God takes away. This is
why we are grateful for each
instant. Because life is never ours
to grasp. The instant comes and

passes. We treasure it like a precious pearl. Our perception of life
becomes richer. Each instant has a
nuance of its own. Our eyes were
fixed on the skyline of achievement, of the better good. They are
now sensitized to the complexity
and beauty of their present surroundings. We now see the fragile
petals at our feet, breathe the perfumed air, and feel the person next
to us.
Indeed, each instant is a gift
which is given and taken away.
Each instant is a new creation and
we never know what is yet to
come. Life is a journey into the
unknown. But we should not be
afraid, because our life flows from
God.

Maimonides (c. 1135-1204)
Maimonides
(also
called
Rambam, an acronym for Rabbi
Moses ben Maimon) may have been
the greatest of the medieval Jewish
philosophers. Born in Spain, he lived
most of his life in Egypt, where he was
chief physician to the Sultan and a
leader of the Jewish community. A
prolific author, he is well known as a
codifier of halakhah and a medical
writer. His Commentary on the
Mishnah and the great code of Jewish
law, the Mishneh Torah, were
Maimonides’ major contributions to
Jewish legal studies. In the
Commentary Maimonides formulated one of the best-known answers
to the question “What must a Jew
believe?” when he lists his famous
Thirteen Principles of Faith, begin-

ning with “I believe with perfect faith
that . . . .” They have become a sort of
unofficial Jewish creed and were
incorporated into the prayer book.
Maimonides’ Guide of the
Perplexed has been widely regarded
as the masterwork of medieval Jewish
philosophical theology. He tries to reconcile Torah and Aristotle and
encourages the readers to adhere to
biblical beliefs while still embracing
Aristotelian rationalism.
The later inscription on his tombstone reads “From Moses to Moses
there was none like unto Moses.”

Maimonides on Health: An Anecdote
When Maimonides served as court
physician, the Sultan of Egypt never
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became ill. Once the Sultan asked
him: “How do I know that you are an
expert physician, since during the
period that you have been here, I have
never been ill, and you have not had
the opportunity to test your skills?”
Maimonides replied: “In truth, the
great and faithful physician is the
Holy One, Blessed be He, as it is written, ‘I, the Lord, am your healer.’ And
this Great and Faithful Physician was
able to promise His people that
because He is their Physician, He will
be able to protect them from all the
illness that were inflicted upon
Egypt.” Maimonides concluded:
“Therefore, we learn that the ability
of a physician to prevent illness is a
greater proof of his skill than his ability to cure someone who is already ill.”
mp

Recent Books
Healthy Jewish Cooking
Steven Raichlen
New York: Viking Penguin, 2000
200 pp., $ 29.95

Raichlen, the James
Beard
award-winning
author of the HighFlavor, Low-Fat series
serves us another delectable delight: Healthy
Jewish Cooking. The
more than 175 recipes (with 21 full-page color photographs) come with warm family memories and the
traditional tasty dishes of his childhood, now reinvented to lower the fat content. My personal
favorite: the vegetable cutlets with tomato mushroom gravy on page 107 were simply delicious.
Be sure to read the introductory sections on “The
Ten Commandments of Healthy Jewish Cooking,”
“A Note About Special Ingredients,” and “A Quick
Guide to the Kashrut.” These are delicious foods
that can be enjoyed guilt-free. As Raichlen says in
the introduction, this food “will satisfy your soul
without clogging your arteries.”
Jewish Perspectives
Illness and Healing

On

Ellen G. Levine
Danbury: Rutledge Books, 2001
189 pp., $15.95

Levine draws from the
wisdom and practices of
Judaic faith to provide a
holistic perspective of health.
Fresh insights are provided
from sources such as the
Tanakh, Maimonides, Jewish
mysticism, and Hebrew word study.
The book is divided into 18 chapters,
according to a practice called Gematria, which represents the numerical value of chai. Chai is the
Hebrew word for life, and that is what this book
points to: life!
Health, according to Levine, is not merely caring

for your physical body. One must find one’s path in
life. Being an authentic, true person will help to heal
your soul. Using the principles of Judaism, Levine
guides the reader into finding this path.
An integral element in maintaining health
involves nurturing the spirit. If you are seeking a way
to gain control over your physical and emotional
lives, this book is a good resource to help you develop spiritual awareness to facilitate that control.
The Healing Connection
Haral G. Koenig with Gregg Lewis
Nashville: Word Publishing, 2000
211 pp., $ 21.99

The Healing Connection
asks the question, “What does
your religious faith have to do
with the state of your health?”
This book, with its 14 chapters divided into three parts,
sets out to answer that question and to explore the powerful link between faith and health. Part one is
Koenig’s personal testimony of how faith brought
healing for the depression, emotional struggles, and
mentally-ill behaviors in his own life.
Part two focuses on Koenig’s research findings as a
medical scientist on how one’s religious commitment
impacts one’s physical and mental health. Findings
include: “those people who have a strong faith and
use this faith to help them cope experience less
depression and less anxiety over their problems and
adjust more quickly . . . people who are actively
involved in the religious community may have more
stable immune systems that are better able to fend off
infection” (p. 94).
Part three discusses the implications of the health
and spirituality research. Koenig concludes by
encouraging persons of faith to both enjoy the
divine-healing connection and become the healing
connection for others.
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“Do not be wise in your own eyes;
fear the LORD, and turn away from evil.
It will be a healing for your flesh
and a refreshment for your body.”
(Proverbs 3:7-8 NRSV)

